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THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS 

a response from the Council of Australian University Librarians

The Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee on the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

Australia’s economic future is highly dependent on research, and on the need to keep key knowledge workers in Australia.

You cannot excel at the front line without excellent libraries. Yet funding constraints placed on universities have significantly affected the ability of Australian university libraries to meet the needs of researchers. In ‘A Chance to Change’ Dr. Robin Batterham reports ‘Access to information has fast become a significant infrastructure issue for the research community’.  The report recognises measures being undertaken by CAUL to ameliorate this situation and noted a number of submissions to the Review advocating a need to address this issue.

The Environment.

Access to information in Australian University libraries involves a complex network of local, national and international relationships aimed at increasing the range and value of scholarly information to the university community. External factors which influence the capacity of university libraries to provide an appropriate range and depth of information resources include:

Foreign Currency Exchange:  the value of the Australian dollar.

The value of the Australian dollar against the U.S. dollar and other foreign currencies significantly affects the purchasing power of Australian research libraries. University libraries purchase more than 80% of their information resources from the U.S. and Europe, including the U.K. In October, 1996 $A1.00 bought $US0.8055 – since then the drop in value of the Australian dollar has reduced purchasing power by 37%.

CPI Increases

The rise in the cost of scholarly information consistently outstrips CPI increases both in Australia and elsewhere. This is most apparent in journals in the disciplines of science, technology and medicine (STM).


1986
1998
% change

Median book unit costs
$US 28.67
$US 47.94
66

Median journal unit costs 
$US 81.09
$US 244.18
175




Annual Average Increase

Median unit prices for book 


4.3 %

Median book expenditures


2.4  %

Median # book purchases 


-2.4  %

Median unit prices for serials 


8.8 %

Median journal expenditures


8 %

Median # journal subscriptions purchased 


-0.6 % 

Table data from Association of Research Libraries (ARL) – the top 110 research libraries in North America.
Publishing Industry.

There have been significant changes in the publishing world as mergers produce publishing monopolies whose shareholders are demanding a greater share of profits. Publishers are having to reinvent their business in a digital environment, passing these development costs on to their subscribers.  Many claim that the increased value of university-wide access to electronic information over print (which can only be read by a single person at one time) equates to higher prices for the electronic version. 

Digital Information

The transition from print to electronic information is costly. Electronic products often come at a premium rate, with complicated licensing arrangements which do not always favour libraries whose clients increasingly require access from home, the university and elsewhere.

The Response.

Access to scholarly information is undergoing fundamental change – a process which is likely to continue for at least three to five years.  It is essential that our information infrastructure is sustained while this technological and cultural change occurs. This is already occurring in the U.K. where additional government funding has accelerated the pace of change and created a new climate of entrepreneurship and experimentation in information sharing and exchange. Similar national initiatives are occurring elsewhere as governments accept the need for libraries to re-invest in a future which is increasingly electronic, internationally connected and designed around the needs of particular discipline-based groups.

Australian University libraries cooperate well – within budgets that are declining in real terms. They have to be more innovative than libraries in Europe, Canada and the U.S., often developing new services and trialing emerging technologies with existing staff and within current budgets. In the U.S., Canada and the U.K. significant additional government funding has enabled new developments to be introduced.  Without similar assistance, Australian university libraries may be unable to capitalise on the innovative measures already introduced, and to build the strong information infrastructure essential to the support of university teaching and research.

CAUL has is attempting to address this in a number of ways:

The International Response

The library and information industry has responded to the rising costs of scholarly information in a variety of ways.

· All information providers are working to achieve a fair copyright environment which preserves current fair dealing provision for the purpose of study and research.

· CAUL is a member of ICOLC (International Coalition of Library Consortia) which shares best practice in consortial purchasing of scholarly information.

· CAUL is a member of SPARC (the US-based Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition) which encourages publication of research through society publishers and other not-for-profit organisations – bringing high quality information to libraries at a lower cost. SPARC also encourages researchers to publish with publishers prepared to keep their costs down.

· The research libraries of the UK, Canada, New Zealand and Australia share information about leading edge products and services through highly focussed study tours and international partnerships.

The National Response

· One of CAUL’s most effective programs is CEIRC (CAUL Electronic Information Resources Committee). This program identifies high cost databases and electronic journal collections of national value and negotiates on behalf of all interested universities. Collaborative purchases improve cost-effectiveness for Australian and New Zealand research libraries, as well as reducing the cost of negotiating licences. However in the absence of earmarked funding this does not benefit all Australian universities equally.

· The Fighting Fund was developed by a group of Australian research libraries to raise awareness of issues relating to scholarly communication and the need for a better funding environment.

· The Coalition for Innovation in Scholarly Information developed out of the “Fighting Fund” to undertake a number of research projects including:

i) A series of snapshots of the size and nature of recent economic investment in library and information infrastructure.

ii) Mapping infrastructure for national networked information delivery:  a discussion paper.  A survey of initiatives and existing Australian projects relevant to the development of a national library and information infrastructure.

iii) A review of studies of users of scholarly information. 

iv) Library and Information Infrastructure:  International Strategic Initiatives:  a Discussion Paper.  A summary and analysis of international strategic initiatives relating to developing library and information infrastructure

v)   
The Economics of Scholarly Communication:  a discussion paper.  An analysis of economic and business models underlying Australia’s access to the global scholarly information industry.

· Rapid improvements in document delivery services underpin efficient transmission of scholarly information to the researcher’s desktop. 

· University libraries are major contributors to the National Library’s database of books and journals, Kinetica, which facilitates inter-library loans and other forms of resource sharing among Australian libraries.

· CAUL contributes significantly to the salary of a copyright expert who provides advice to libraries on the implementation of  copyright laws and regulations and assists the library sector to advise government on the impact of changes to those laws – especially those which may reduce the affordable access to information.

· Partnerships between research libraries in Australia have led to the development of outstanding national databases including - 

· Web-based portals in Agriculture, Engineering and Chemistry

· Electronic higher degree theses from Australian universities.

· Indexes to large collections of primary research materials on microfilm.

· Various imaging projects for highly specialised and unique national resources

· Protocols are being developed for a distributed national store to house low use research materials. The joint universities store in Adelaide and the CARM Centre in Melbourne have signed a Memorandum of Understanding to work collaboratively to achieve a national facility under the title Research Resources Australia.

· CAUL has approved a national borrowing scheme for Australian universities which will permit all students and staff to use and borrow directly from other university libraries.  The scheme, which complements the long-standing regional or state-based programs, comes into operation on 1 July 2001.

Conclusion.

Australian university libraries together spent $136 million on information resources, books and journals (print and electronic) in 1999.  A typical annual price increase for STM journals is 6-8%;  the value of the Australian dollar has decreased by over 25% since the end of 1999;  the typical additional cost of buying an electronic journal over its print equivalent is 10-15% -- how much less will these libraries be able to buy with that $136 million in 2001?

University libraries are not-for-profit organisations, and their capacity to generate additional funds is limited.

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Senate Inquiry.

Helen Hayes

President, CAUL

28 March 2001

The Council of Australian University Librarians comprises the university librarians or library directors of the tertiary institutions which are eligible to be members of the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee.

CAUL is dedicated to improving access by the staff and students of Australian universities to the scholarly information resources that are fundamental to the advancement of teaching, learning and research.
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